Indeed, the term light alloy is often preferred to aluminium (or magnesium) as a more accurate label. For example, the development of Duralumin in Duren (Germany), patented in 1910 and made from 95 per cent aluminium and magnesium, copper and manganese, created an alloy that age-hardened so that its tensile strength increased rapidly within a few days. This particular alloy was widely used for airships and later for aeroplanes.2
In the early twentieth century, the decorative possibilities of aluminium were further developed and it was in Austria that some of the earliest applications of aluminium as furniture decoration appeared. One of the most innovative uses of the new material was by architect and designer Otto Wagner. His project for the Austrian Postal Savings Bank in Vienna c. 1906 was not only an advanced and bold design for a building, but the specially designed bentwood furnishings deliberately used an expensive and contrasting material, aluminium, for detailed effects on the legs, arms and 'bolts'. These details relations with the production, design and distribution of end products.4 The physical process of raw aluminium production requires large amounts of bauxite from the tropics and vast quantities of electricity. The conversion of bauxite into aluminium therefore ideally has to be located near to extensive supplies of cheap electricity, such as hydro-electric power (as the process is continuous), but, conversely, the need to fabricate a wide and varied range of end products meant that the manufacturing bases were spread in a variety of metalworking centres.5 The supply chain is further segmented by finished-product manufacturers being supplied with the aluminium already converted into components by specialist wholesalers within the industry. 6 It is therefore no surprise to find two economic In the post-war period, the expanded world production facilities meant that aluminium producers were increasingly interested in developing further end uses, especially as raw aluminium prices had begun to fall. This often meant a change of emphasis in R & D from pure research on material production to the development of a wider range of applications for aluminium. This change was intended to expand the market by creating new products, making additional sales to existing customers, and encouraging new customers for existing products. However, the aluminium-producing firms were often not interested in fabrication as a business. They wanted to develop the market by encouraging others to use aluminium in their product ranges. Alcoa stated that 'In end products ... Alcoa simply hoped to stimulate demand for aluminium before leaving the finished manufacturing and distribution to others.'9 However, aluminium converters were acutely aware of the role of design and promotion in the process of market development.
This market development was achieved by a variety of methods including an information service, detailed assistance for specific projects including prototyping, or direct collaboration between supplier and fabricator. Dennis Doordan puts it succinctly when he says that 'design departments' of the three big American players 'designed information not objects'. When new materials have been introduced into furniture making it has often been as a branch of the prime converting or specialist business rather than the industry itself. The examples of cast iron and papier mache in the nineteenth century, plastics and, to some extent, steel products in the twentieth century, reflect this phenomenon. The combination of aluminium's flexibility of fabrication and regularity of supply could have been viewed as a potential blessing for furniture-makers who were used to working with timber-a material with considerable vagaries. Yet aluminium was not initially adopted by furniture makers and it was the prime suppliers who first developed markets for furniture.
Whilst it seems likely that furniture completely fabricated from aluminium was first exhibited in France in 1921,18 it was in fact American manufacturers who really developed the links between the This 'problem' of imitation or innovation was a continual issue for all materials but especially for 'new' materials. Cast iron, plastics, etc. were all able to imitate existing, often luxury, finishes, or they could be used to develop new designs that took advantage of the special properties of the material in their own right. There is also a distinction to be drawn between using a 'new' material to imitate another, or using a 'new' material within a conventional structure. These distinctions were hinted at when the British trade press, in a review of the pre-war industry, noted that: the earliest aluminium furniture was purely an attempt at imitating the conventional wooden designs. Chairs, for example, were produced as aluminium castings, fitted with a padded leather seat and painted or varnished to resemble polished wood. Perhaps the main reason for the failure of attempts to popularise aluminium furniture is to be found in the complete lack of any really courageous scheme of design which suits the peculiar characteristics of aluminium and which, at the same time, fits in with the somewhat conservative tastes of the general public.51
The dilemma was thus starkly expressed. The article then continued with a list of features of aluminium that were considered to be beneficial to the potential aluminium furniture customer. The points included fire-proof qualities, resistance to chipping, the ability to withstand 'any amount of washing', and the benefits of 'hygienic furniture without joints or 
